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So you are a religious person; so what?  You are a Christian.  You embrace and readily can recite the basic doctrines of the Christian tradition.  So what?  
Those somewhat demanding questions spring from an ongoing interest in what we really believe—not in what doctrines we have been told to embrace, not in what catechetical statements we have memorized to repeat, and not in what we say that we believe when other people inquire about our faith.  My concern is about what we really believe—what drives our lives, what shapes our days, what distinguishes us as individuals, what informs our primary attitude, and what determines the spirit of our lives.  
The real question here is an inquiry about our credo—to what have we given our hearts?  What belief causes us to decide how to spend our money, how to relate to other people, including our family, how to view our work, how to treat our enemies, what to think of people who are different from us.  What beliefs most fundamentally inform our outlook on life and nurture the spirit with which we approach life?  What, if any, are the beliefs in our lives without which our lives cannot be understood?
For two months, now, through the sermons in worship here in Northminster Church, we have been trying to sort through and respond honestly to these probing questions.  I have been as transparent to you and as open to you as possible—laying bare the essence of my spiritual convictions.  I have challenged you to be honest about your convictions as well, at least to be honest with yourselves about your beliefs.  What is at stake in this enterprise is not a determination of our intellectual grasp of various religious doctrines but profound reflection on our respective personal capacities to deal with the basic challenges and opportunities of our lives—how we handle conflict, joy, prosperity, failures, needs, disagreements, relationships, hurt, success, investments, disappointments, happiness, and death.  I inquire about what we believe because of an abiding interest in how we live.  To what or to whom have we given our ultimate allegiance?  
Now, this morning, our sermonic trek of recent weeks has brought us to a focus on gratitude. Credo: I believe that gratitude is the basic spirit of life.  
Every belief that I have referenced as a part of the credo commended to you in recent weeks feeds and is fed by recognition of gratitude as the primary lens through which we view the world and as the foundational spirit with which we best respond to what we experience.  
The true nature of what each of us believes, the indisputable substance of our personal convictions, is nowhere more self-evident than in the attitude with which we live and the spirit in which we live our days.  And, the attitude, the spirit, most reflective of all that I know to be Christian is that of gratitude—living with thanksgiving.
To know the one God whose other names could be holy, mystery or love and to find this belief about God confirmed by intimate interaction with and commitment to Jesus, whom we affirm as the human face of God, is to realize that religion, at every point along the journey of faith, is life-affirming rather than life-negating and life-expanding rather than life-restricting.  All that we know about God and discover about Jesus on the pilgrimage of faith fills us with assurance that God desires our good—God is for us—an assurance that breeds a security that finds expression in gratitude, gratitude that is strengthened considerably by the realization that God has endowed us with a dignity and worth most fully respected and realized in a context of freedom.  Indeed, God created us to be free even though such freedom carried the risk of us turning against God and abusing the dignity and worth of humankind.  What a source of thanksgiving!  
Our gratitude grows in depth and expanse on the journey of faith along which we are spared knowing in advance all that we will encounter though assured every step of the way of grace, strength, and love enough to lead us home.  How can we keep ourselves from worship?  Why, we run to sanctuaries of worship like hungry people sprinting toward a table filled with food, cognizant that in the primal acts of worship we come to know best what it means to be human.  Great goodness!  Then, were that not enough, God provides for us and invites us into a community—a fellowship of pilgrims—committed to the embodiment of grace, the divine provision for us and our human response to other persons that assures even more constant gratitude—a spirit and a feeling as close to grace experientially as grace is to gratitude linguistically (grace and gratitude derive from the same root word etymologically and from the same spiritual reality).
Little wonder that we reach the conclusion that life is a gift.  No, more than that—we come to hold tightly to our breasts the conviction that all of the most important dimensions of life can be experienced only as gifts.  To be sure, where important gifts abound in plenty, thankfulness and gratitude are inevitabilities.
Do you see?  This matter of belief is as much about our hearts as about our heads, more about a relationship to be enjoyed than about a set of propositions to be stated.  I hope you understand that an interest in what we believe is inseparable from an interest in how we live.  Make no mistake about it, how we live is a far more meaningful declaration of our beliefs than any such recitation of those beliefs through words alone.  Become familiar with a person’s attitude, know that person’s spirit, and you will possess a stunning insight into that individual’s basic beliefs.
As for Christians specifically, gratitude is primary.  To reverence God rightly, to follow Jesus faithfully, to exercise freedom responsibly, to worship regularly, to respond to people grace-fully, to give and receive gifts lovingly is to be filled with gratitude and to indulge in thanksgiving.
Please understand that is not to say that life for followers of Jesus always goes smoothly or easily; it does not.  However, it is to affirm that if we have given our hearts and devoted our lives to ultimate realities derived from God, not even the most difficult experience can rob us of hope or erode the gratitude that emanates from our reception of God’s gifts.  
On the evening that he was betrayed by one of his followers, taken prisoner by people whom he came to free, and destined to be condemned to death though unconditional and inclusive love for all people were his only crimes, Jesus spoke eloquently of gratitude and commissioned his disciples to get together regularly and eat a meal the very name of which was “gratitude,” “thanksgiving,”—Eucharist!  Such is to be the pattern of the lives of all who follow Jesus.      
 Gratitude is the source of all of the great virtues that give meaning to our lives and deliver us from assumptions that hurt us.  
Gratitude establishes within us the essential virtue of humility.  We know that we need other people and that we need God and we are grateful that these needs can be met bountifully.  Only a person capable of gratitude can receive salvation and enjoy a relationship with God because neither can be experienced in any manner other than as a gift for which we give thanks.  
Acknowledging that God has endowed us with promise and potential, dignity and worth, love and grace, our mounting gratitude to God delivers us from a debilitating sense of inferiority.  How can we not be important given the magnitude of God’s love for us and confidence in us!   At the same time, our sense of dependence upon God coupled with our gratitude prompted by gifts from God that provide sufficiency for our lives erase arrogance as an attitude foreign to the mystery-lined pilgrimage of faith.  Similarly, gratitude saves us from the despair of negativism and from the dangerous malady of absolute certainty reminding us that we do not know enough about the future to be pessimistic or presumptuous about life.
Perhaps most important of all, however, gratitude makes possible love.  In the presence of gratitude, the great barriers to love dissolve as quickly as the best qualities of love take form.  With grateful hearts, we are willing to accept vulnerability and to give ourselves to others unconditionally.
Though gratitude emerges naturally in a life of faith, the discipline of gratitude can be beneficial, especially in the lives of children and young people.  Every one of us needs to know how to say, “Thank you” and to speak those words regularly.  Developing the sensitivity and ability to say “thank you” in response to gifts both large and small aid the maturation of a child, a young person, or an adult as much as the absence of this discipline stunts the development of a healthy mind, attitude and spirit.  Not to know instinctively how to express gratitude breeds the crippling assumption that we deserve all that we receive or that we can purchase or earn the most important aspects of our lives—an assumption that can ruin a life.
Frankly, I know no more powerful statement, no more influential emotion, no greater contributor to love, no better nurturer of faith, no higher or more pleasing expression to God than that involved in speaking the simple but life-transforming words, “Thank you.”  Behind and through that expression pulsates the spirit of life fed by beliefs related to the essence of life.  
I appreciate so much the work of a British writer named Geoffrey Wainwright who so insightfully understood the proper relationship between beliefs and gratitude that he entitled his massive volume of systematic theology Doxology.  In a similar spirit, I will speak personally once more.  I believe in one God whose other names could be holy, mystery, or love.  Praise God from whom all blessings flow.  I believe in Jesus, the human face of God.  Praise Christ all creatures here below.  I believe in free will as a necessity for spiritual authenticity.  Now thank we all our God.   I believe that faith is a journey.  All creatures of our God, let us sing “Hallelujah.”  I believe the church is a community of grace.  I believe that worship is the primal act of creation.  And, I believe that life is a gift.  Thanks be to God!
But belief like the gratitude that it prompts always, always, finds expression in behavior.  So, with great gratitude, I devote my life to the one God with reverence for holiness, appreciation for mystery, and devotion to love.  With thankfulness for God’s gift of a free will, I choose to follow Jesus and discover through his life and teachings the way God intends for all of us to live.  With trembling gratitude, I take one step at a time in faith confessing doubts and seeking still more faith on a journey that I believe finally will take me home.  With thanksgiving for the privilege, I devote myself to the worship of God, recognizing that never am I more the person I should be than when I am praising God and serving God.  With gratitude abounding, I support the theological idea of the church as a community of grace and resolve, personally, never to be a part of a fellowship claiming to be God’s people that does not strive to exist as a community of grace for all people.  With thanks beyond measure, I accept life as a gift even as I accept worth, forgiveness, and love as gifts, seeking always to hold them lightly and to share with others generously that which I have received.  
In recent days, I have been reading once more George Bernano’s classic novel Diary of a Country Priest.  Reflecting on the life of a parish minister that involved no small amount of sadness and a large portion of struggle, Bernano wrote, as his conclusion to the novel, his conclusion about life—tout est grace.  “All is grace” Bernano declared emphatically.  
The last lines of that moving work of fiction are the next to the last lines of the credo of my life.  They are the next to the last lines of the most succinct summary of my belief because the last lines must be my response to that to which and to whom I have given my heart. Credo! And so, for now, for me, it ends like this:  All is grace!  Thanks.  Thanks.  Thanks!  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, this has not been a particularly good year for giving thanks.  Hurricanes of one kind or another have devastated the landscapes of the nation in governance, financing, and assistance even as in neighborhoods washed away in a tsunami, wrecked by high winds, are ruined by heavy rains.  Likely you have heard more prayers in the form of succinct screams for help than in long liturgies of praise.  Money for compassionate services is in critically short supply even as people whose heritage has been that of financial responsibility now find themselves unable to pay the debts that will keep their lights on, their mortgages secure, and an education for their children certain.  
We know how to give thanks to you, O God.  You are the source of all that we know as good and all that we experience as helpful in times of trouble.  We just don’t know exactly how to lift our voices in praise when we are grieving the death of a friend killed in Iraq, trying to cope with the trauma of an acquaintance in the corporate community who signed bankruptcy papers that sealed the dissolution of his life-long dream, hurting with traditionally financially responsible friends now living with anguish teetering on the edge of poverty, and the still-in-shock family who cannot even find the foundation of the house that was their home in on the Gulf Coast.    
Though, for some of us, thanksgiving continues to roll out of our mouths with ease, for others of us thanksgiving comes through clenched teeth fighting off the anger and cynicism that would silence it.
We do thank you, God, recognizing you as the only source of help and hope in an environment filled with more needs than resources for care.  What we know of your relationship with other people who have spoken to you within a context of hurt, anxiety, dread, and despair, we thank you for loving us, remaining with us, and giving us reason to believe that things can be and will be better.  Though it is not particularly easy and does not feel fully natural, we . . . praise . . . you . . . God and give . . . thanks . . . to you.  Amen.
 


